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Abstract 
The cultural and legal landscape in the United States has shifted towards increased 
recognition of LGBQ-parent families. This shift raises questions about the everyday 
experiences of LGBQ parents and whether the cultural and legal changes also man-
ifest in diminished experiences of discrimination. Drawing on data from 74 inter-
views with LGBQ parents, we analyze their accounts of whether they are read as a 
parent by others in their daily interactions. Our findings reveal the ways in which 
heterosexuality is a key component of how membership to the category of ‘parent’ 
is produced in social interactions. Our findings also illustrate how assumptions 
about heterosexuality are both racialized and gendered. Our focus on accountabil-
ity foregrounds power in everyday interactions and provides a lens through which 
to understand how inequality and disempowerment for LGBQ people can persist in 
American society despite cultural and legal changes. 
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The cultural and legal landscape in the United States has shifted to-
wards increased recognition of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Queer 
(LGBQ)1 parent families. Until relatively recently, the legal context 
constrained the ability for LGBQ people to become parents or to be 
recognized as a legal parent (Kazyak et al., 2018; Shapiro, 2013). As 
the overall legal landscape has moved from being largely restrictive to 
granting rights, so too has  public opinion about LGBQ parents shifted. 
Survey research indicates increasing cultural acceptance of LGBQ-par-
ent families and support for LGBQ rights (Fetner, 2016; Powell et al., 
2010). How might the changes in social attitudes and laws regarding 
LGBQ-parent families matter for the everyday experiences of LGBQ 
parents in the United States? In this article, we draw on data from 74 
interviews with LGB parents and analyze their accounts of whether 
they are read as a parent by others in their daily interactions. We fo-
cus on the assessment of parenthood as a lens into understanding the 
disempowerment and injustice that LGBQ people experience in every-
day life. Culturally, LGBQ people have historically not aligned with ex-
pectations about the ideal parent in the United States (Smith, 1993). 
Legally, LGBQ people have also been denied recognition of parenthood 
(Shapiro, 2013). Thus, the question of being recognized as a parent, 
whether legally, culturally, or in interactions, is an important one to 
address to understand the inequalities faced by LGBQ people. 
In our analysis, we utilize the theoretical framework that asserts 
that everyday interactions are crucial to reproducing (or disrupting) 
social structure (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Fenstermaker and West, 
2002; West and Fenstermaker, 1995; West and Zimmerman, 1987). We 
are particularly interested in the concept of ‘accountability’, which, 
scholars argue, is a key but understudied aspect of both how mem-
bership to a social category is produced and how inequalities are re-
produced in social interactions (Hollander, 2013). Our findings under-
score how heterosexuality is a key component of the ways in which 
membership in the social category ‘parent’ is produced in social inter-
actions. We also illustrate how the accomplishment of heterosexuality 
(and by extension parenthood) is racialized and gendered. We argue 
that our analysis highlights how inequality can be reproduced at the 
interactional level, despite changes in the law and cultural attitudes. 
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Structures, interactions, and accountability 
Key to sociological thought is an emphasis on ‘structures’. Sociolo-
gists use the term ‘structure’ to refer to the ‘tendency for patterns of 
relations to be reproduced’ (Sewell, 1992: 3) or the ‘patterns of social 
life that are not reducible to individuals and are durable enough to 
withstand the whims of individuals who would change them’ (Hays, 
1994: 60–1). Scholars refer to both material and non-material aspects 
of structure, pointing to access to resources as well as cultural mean-
ings in shaping how social life is experienced (Hays, 1994; Sewell, 
1992). Additionally, structure works on the individual, interactional 
and macro level in shaping the social world (Risman, 2004). 
For sexuality to be a social structure, as we argue in this article, we 
would thus expect that there are patterns of social life that are con-
nected to sexuality; specifically, given the historical and societal con-
text of the United States, we should see evidence that the heterosex-
uality/ homosexuality binary organizes the social world (Canaday, 
2009; Ingraham, 1999; Seidman, 2002). We would expect sexuality 
to shape individual processes (e.g. people construct sexual identities), 
interactional processes (e.g. accomplishment of sexual identities), and 
macro-level processes (e.g. access to legal rights varying by sexuality 
or varying cultural meanings being ascribed to different types of sex-
ualities). For instance, because of the binary, some sexual identities 
are invisible or perceived as less valid, including bisexuality (Ochs and 
Rowley, 2009; Scherrer et al., 2015).  
In our analysis, we focus on the interactional level and its role in 
reproducing social structure (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). We are es-
pecially interested in the concept of ‘accountability’, which, scholars 
argue, is a key but understudied aspect of both how membership in 
a social category is produced in social interactions and how inequal-
ities are reproduced in social interactions (Fenstermaker and West, 
2002; Hollander, 2013; West and Fenstermaker, 1995; West and Zim-
merman, 1987). We build on Hollander’s (2013) theorization of ac-
countability that entails three processes: orientation, assessment, and 
enforcement. Her work underscores: that individuals are aware of so-
cietal expectations relating to any given category (orientation); that 
individuals in interactions continually judge themselves and others 
on whether they meet the expectations of that category (assessment); 
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and that individuals then respond according to that judgment (en-
forcement). We utilize Hollander’s framework and focus on the sec-
ond process entailed in accountability: how others assess LGBQ par-
ents in everyday interactions. Specifically, we ask: when and why do 
others assess LGBQ parents as being a parent? A focus on this inter-
actional process highlights how the account of parenthood rests on 
the expectation of heterosexuality. 
Importantly, the focus on accountability foregrounds power in in-
teractions and provides a lens through which to understand how in-
equality is reproduced in interactions. As Hollander (2013: 24) writes: 
‘Accountability tethers interaction to social structure through the nor-
mative expectations for behavior that are linked to social groups.’ The 
normative expectations are based on societal not individual under-
standings. Thus, the expectations that people hold for others in in-
teractions reflect societal understandings that encompass normative 
cultural ideals as well as material and institutional codifications of 
those ideals (Fenstermaker and West, 2002). In this way, our focus 
on assessments that others make of adults with children to determine 
whether or not the adults are parents highlights the societal under-
standings that exist of ‘parent’ and ‘family’. 
Our work underscores the interplay between institutional and in-
teractional reproductions of inequality. Despite changes at the insti-
tutional level (i.e. LGBQ parents have increased legal recognition of 
their parenthood), inequalities can persist in the interactional level. 
Specifically, LGBQ parents are not necessarily always judged as meet-
ing the expectation of what it means to be a ‘parent’ and thus their 
families are not always recognized as families in interactions. The de-
gree to which parenthood and heterosexuality remain linked in peo-
ple’s assessments in interactions serves as one example of disempow-
erment and injustice that LGBQ people experience in their daily lives. 
Culture, law, and LGBQ-parent families in the US 
We draw on scholarship that highlights how ‘heteronormativity’, or 
the privileging of heterosexuality, operates as an organizing prin-
ciple of social life (Jackson, 2006; Kitzinger, 2005; Martin and Ka-
zyak, 2009). Sexuality is a social structure given the different cultural 
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meanings ascribed to heterosexuality (e.g. normal, natural, the best) 
and all other forms of sexuality (e.g. abnormal, unnatural, devalued). 
Moreover, access to material resources, including legal rights and ben-
efits from the state, have historically varied by sexuality, which fur-
ther illustrates how sexuality is a social structure (Canaday, 2009; Ru-
bin, 1984; Schilt, 2008).  
Scholars demonstrate how the normative cultural understanding of 
‘family’ entails a heterosexually married couple raising their biolog-
ical children – what Smith calls the ‘Standard North American Fam-
ily’ (Smith, 1993). The fact that LGBQ identity and parenthood have 
been understood as incompatible further underscores how the cultural 
meaning of parent is tied to heterosexuality (Berkowitz and Marsi-
glio, 2007; Kazyak et al., 2016; Weston, 1991). Research has addressed 
how LGBQ people negotiate their sexuality and parenthood identities 
at the individual level (Bergstrom- Lynch, 2015; Lewin, 2009). There 
is evidence that, increasingly, LGBQ people do not see parenthood as 
out of reach or incompatible with their sexuality (Patterson and Ris-
kind, 2010). Attitudes of Americans as reported on surveys likewise 
indicate greater cultural acceptance of LGBQ-parent families (Powell 
et al., 2010). In addition to focusing on cultural understandings and 
individual negotiations of identity, scholars have also addressed the 
legal context in the United States and its impact on LGBQparent fam-
ilies. Until relatively recently, the legal context has restricted or con-
strained the ability for LGBQ people to become parents or to be rec-
ognized as legal parents (Baumle and Compton, 2015; Kazyak and 
Woodell, 2016; Richman, 2009). Likewise, research has shown how 
the number and kinds of legal protections for LGBQ-parent families 
greatly varied across states and resulted in different outcomes for par-
ents depending on their place of residence (Kazyak, 2015; Park et al., 
2016; Shapiro et al., 2009). We build on this literature and focus on 
whether and how inequalities occur at the interactional level. 
Our analysis of interactions is informed by the perspective that 
views families as ‘ongoing social accomplishments’ (Gubrium and Hol-
stein, 1990). Coupled with our focus on accountability, this perspec-
tive draws attention to the fact that individuals make meaning in in-
teractions to assess if someone is a family or a parent. Scholars have 
focused on the work that LGBQ people have done to make their re-
lationships and families visible (Baker and Elizabeth, 2012; Carroll, 
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2018; Oswald, 2002; Pfeffer, 2016). We build on this literature and 
shift focus to the role that others play in the interactional processes of 
being held accountable to the social categories of ‘parent’. The focus 
on others and accountability is particularly useful to highlight power 
and the reproduction of social inequalities. As Gash and Raiskin (2016) 
argue, the interpretations that other people, particularly institutional 
gatekeepers like doctors, make about LGBQ-parent families matter a 
lot for parents to be able to make decisions for their children in these 
realms. In this way, accountability and the interpretations that hap-
pen in interactions can reproduce (or potentially disrupt) inequality 
(West and Zimmerman, 2009). 
We are interested in inequalities related to sexuality and focus on 
how assumptions about sexuality matter to interactional accounts of 
parenthood. Yet we argue that gender and race shape the interpreta-
tions that others make about sexuality, as our analysis illustrates. Thus 
our work is also informed by intersectionality scholarship that seeks 
to understand how systems of oppression and categories of difference 
are mutually constitutive (Choo and Ferree, 2010; Collins, 2015; Mc-
Call, 2005). Our work therefore builds on the call for sexuality schol-
ars to incorporate intersectional inquiries (Moore, 2011). We focus 
specifically on how accounts of heterosexuality are gendered and ra-
cialized in interactions.  
Data and methods 
Data collection and analysis 
Our analysis draws on data from 74 in-depth interviews with LGBQ 
parents. The interview data come from two data sets that each author 
collected separately for independent studies. The first study (Study 
1) consisted of interviews with 55 gay and lesbian parents who are 
from 32 different families. The second study (Study 2) consisted of 
19 interviews with lesbian and bisexual mothers who are from 11 dif-
ferent families.2 The parents are diverse in terms of pathways taken 
to become a parent, geography, class, and race. Additionally, at the 
time the interviews were conducted, the states in which the partici-
pants resided varied in terms of laws and social attitudes. Each study 
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had a different focus. Study 1 aimed to understand how state-level le-
gal and social climates influenced decisions about which pathways to 
take to parenthood. Study 2 aimed to understand how parents make 
decisions about laws and how parental legal recognition mattered in 
their everyday lives. 
In both studies, participants were recruited through a purposive, 
convenience sample with several starting points so as not to over-rely 
on particular social networks (see Table 1 for sample characteristics). 
Our starting points included national LGBTQ organizations (e.g. Fam-
ily Equality Council). We also recruited through regional and state LG-
BTQ organizations (e.g. PFLAG – Parents and Friends of Lesbians and 
Gays), as well as churches with welcoming LGBTQ-friendly stances. 
Finally, for both studies, there was a public Facebook page for the 
study that invited participants and stated that anyone could share. 
Given the focus of the studies, recruitment was targeted on the follow-
ing states: California, Nebraska, Missouri, and Iowa. The interviews in 
Study 1 included questions about which pathway parents took to par-
enthood and what obstacles they experienced. The interviews in Study 
2 included questions about how parents gained information about sec-
ond-parent adoption laws and whether they perceived that the law 
mattered in their family’s daily interactions. Interviews for Study 1 
were conducted in 2011 (3 were conducted in 2008) and the majority 
of interviews in Study 2 were conducted in 2012 (4 were conducted in 
2013). The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Data analysis was a collaborative, reiterative process that included 
reading transcripts, coding, and meeting regularly to discuss emerg-
ing themes. Although both data sets had been previously analyzed, we 
discarded all previous codes and began a new analysis of the data with 
the current focus. We first made sure that there were no people who 
appeared in both studies (as both researchers recruited in Nebraska). 
We determined only one couple had participated in both studies and 
they were treated as one family for this analysis. We then began anal-
ysis for the current manuscript by each author reading through tran-
scripts from the other person’s study and taking notes on interesting 
themes that emerged. We developed a list of four broad codes based on 
these initial readings or what Emerson et al. (1995) refer to as ‘open 
coding’. Through meeting to discuss the themes, we decided to nar-
row our focus on everyday interactions. We returned to the data and 
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Table 1. Sample characteristics.
Name  Age  Race / Number Methodb Household State
  ethnicitya of children  income 
Becky and Susan  31 /32  W / W  1  I  < $50,000 NE
Leslie  47 / 33  W / W  1  FA  < $50,000 NE
Peter and Dean  38 / 39  W / W  1  S  > $100,000 NE
Allanc  50  W  1  I  $50,000–$100,000 NE
Linda  33  W  1  I  < $50,000 NE
Karen and Jennifer  37 / 39  W / W  2  IVF  > $100,000 NE
Ashleyd  44  W / W  1  I  $50,000– $100,000 NE
Katie  40  W / W  1  I  < $50,000 NE
Shelly and Natalie  39 /38  W / W  1  I  $50,000– $100,000 NE
Megan and Judye  36 / 46  W / W  2  I  $50,000– $100,000 NE
Samantha and Charlotte 34 / 33  W / H  1  FA  $50,000–$100,000 NE
Ellen  41  W  2  I  > $100,000  CA
Andrew and Michael  46 / 42  W / W  1  FA  $50,000– $100,000  CA
Bruce  35  W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Mark and Carl  37 / 36  J / W  1  S  > $100,000  CA
Jason and Malcolm  45 / 51  W / W  1  S  > $100,000  CA
Amber and Miranda  43 / 46  W / W 2  FA  > $100,000  CA
Luke  45  W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Nathan and Richard  40 / 47 W / W  1  S  > $100,000  CA
Paul  48  W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Williame and Keith  60 / 44  W / A  1  S  > $100,000  CA
Zach and Jeremy  32 / 36  W / W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Kevin and Dylan  46 / 46  W / W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Cheryl  36  H  2  FA  > $100,000  CA
Melanie and Nora  54 / 53  W / W  2  I  > $100,000  CA
Sean and Eric  46 / 45  W / W  1  FA  > $100,000  CA
Oliver and Steve  33 /34  W / W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Kathy  48  W  2  I  > $100,000  CA
Nicole and Teresa  53 / 56  W / W  1  A  > $100,000  CA
Jackie and Amy  31 / 32  W / W  1  I  < $50,000  CA
Betty and Cassie  43 / 48  W / J  1  I  > $100,000  CA
Janet  48  W  1  A  > $100,000 NE
Luanne  44  W  1  I  $50,000– $100,000 NE
Angela and Mary  32 / 32  W / W  1  I  > $100,000 NE
Anne  47  W  1  I  < $50,000 NE
Victoria and Grace  38/34  W/W  3  I  $50,000–$100,000  MO
Cathy and Harriet  34/34  W/W  1  I  $50,000–$100,000  MO
Darcie and Linda  38/43  W/W  1  I  $50,000–$100,000  IA
Elizabeth  43  W  1  I  $50,000–$100,000  IA
Melanie  29  W  1  I  $50,000–$100,000  MO
Jan and Tanya  43/36  W/W  2  I  $50,000–$100,000 NE
Shawna and Joyce  33/32  W/W  2  I  > $100,000  MO
Pamela and Robyn  44/44  W/W  1  I  < $50,000  IA
Erinf and Phoebe  -/23  W/W  1  I  < $50,000 NE
Ellen and Nikki  33/36  W/BR 1  I  $50,000–$100,000 NE
a. W = White, J = Jewish, H = Hispanic, A = Asian, BR = Biracial.
b. A = Adoption, FA = Foster-adoption, I = Insemination, S = Surrogacy.
c. Allan was a donor and co-parent with Shelly and Natalie.
d. Ashley and Katie have separate rows because they were no longer a couple at time of interview.
e. William and Judy had adult children from previous relationships not reported here.
f. Erin declined to provide her age.
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began what Emerson et al. (1995) refer to as ‘focused’ coding of all 
transcripts to identify more specific themes within these broad codes 
that eventually became the findings below.  
There are limitations to our approach of combining interview data 
from two separate studies. Since participants were asked different 
questions, we are not able to offer analyses that include comparison 
across all participants for every scenario discussed here or report nu-
meric trends. For instance, many, but not all participants talked about 
their experiences in health care settings at some point in the inter-
views. We cannot make claims about how many other participants 
had similar experiences since we did not ask each participant specifi-
cally about their experience with health care professionals. Likewise, 
one interesting thing that emerged from our analysis is the degree 
to which some participants noted not being recognized as a parent, 
even by people they assumed to be LGBQ-friendly. If we had asked 
all participants to reflect on their experiences with people they know 
to LGBQ-friendly (versus unknown versus known to be anti-LGBQ), 
we might have been able to determine patterns. Finally, participants 
might have shared different stories in the interviews had the inter-
view guides been structured with this particular research question 
in mind. Despite the different foci and interview guides utilized in 
each study, in all of the interviews, the participants shared reflections 
about their experiences with family recognition in everyday interac-
tions. In fact, it is partly because we were struck by the similarities 
of these reflections (despite the different foci of the studies and de-
spite the fact that participants were living in very different social and 
legal contexts) that we decided to collaborate on the current analysis. 
Profile of participants 
The total sample includes 74 LGBQ parents from 43 different families 
and includes 24 gay men, 43 lesbian women, and 7 bisexual women. 
All of the parents had at least one child after coming out or in the con-
text of a same-sex relationship. The routes they took to parenthood 
were diverse, as our sample consisted of people who became parents 
via donor insemination (24 families), surrogacy (5 families), private 
adoption (8 families), and public/foster-adoption (6 families). The 
families lived in four different states in the Midwest and West Coast, 
with the majority living in either Nebraska (16 families) or California 
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(20 families), and 4 and 3 families living in Missouri and Iowa, respec-
tively. These regions reflect quite different legal and social climates 
regarding LGBTQ parenting. Most of the participants described their 
place of residence as urban or suburban, but four families were liv-
ing in small towns or rural areas. Participants ranged from 31 to 60 
years old with the average age being 40 years old. Although the par-
ticipants were predominantly White, two identified as Hispanic, two 
as Jewish, one as Asian American, and one as Biracial. There was more 
variation with regard to class: with 9 families reporting annual fam-
ily income below $50,000, 11 families reporting between $50,000 and 
$100,000, and 23 families reporting earning over $100,000. Of the 
families, two had a family income of less than $30,000. The sample 
was highly educated, with 12 reporting having a high school diploma, 
19 having four-year college degree, and 33 having a graduate degree 
or higher. In terms family composition, 31 of the families in the sam-
ple had one child; 8 had two children, and 1 family had three chil-
dren. The age of children at the time of the interview ranged from 3 
months to 19 years old and about half of the children (57%) were un-
der the age of 5. With regard to legal parental status, the majority of 
parents were legally recognized as parents, but seven families had at 
least one parent with no legal parental rights. 
Heterosexuality and the accomplishment of parenthood 
In this section we outline how (hetero)sexuality is a key component 
to the ways in which membership to the social category parent is pro-
duced in social interactions. There are two types of interactions that 
illustrate this phenomenon. First, in interactions when participants 
are alone with their child, others read them as a parent and assume 
that they are heterosexual. Second, in interactions when participants 
are with their same-gender partner and their child, strangers do not 
immediately read them both as parents. Instead, one is assumed to be 
a friend or a family member, such as a sister or brother. 
Many participants described interactions when they were alone 
with their children. They discussed how in these interactions, others 
often assumed they were heterosexual. For instance, Malcolm recalled 
eating at a restaurant with his daughter Parker: ‘Parker was doing 
something and the waitress said “If her mom was here, she wouldn’t 
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be letting her do that.”’ In this interaction, the waitress makes the as-
sumption that Parker has a mother and thus that Malcolm is hetero-
sexual. Likewise, Nicole asserted that in interactions with strangers: 
‘if you start a conversation by talking about your kid . . . they’re more 
likely to assume that you are married and that you’re heterosexual 
and that you have a husband’. Nicole gave the example of a recent in-
teraction she had with the person sitting next to her on a plane: ‘We 
started talking about the kid, and then she asked about my husband. 
I said “Well actually I’m married to a woman and there’s two of us, 
there’s two women, you know, parents.”’ As illustrated in this inter-
action, the passenger held Nicole accountable to the expectation of 
heterosexuality upon hearing that she was a parent. Heterosexuality 
is embedded in the social category ‘parent’. Nicole explained that the 
person was ‘mortified’, ‘embarrassed’, and felt she ‘should have known 
better’ than to ask about a husband because ‘it turns out that she has 
a gay daughter who has a kid’. Thus, Nicole’s story also illustrates how 
these accounts that link parenthood and heterosexuality can be repro-
duced in social interactions despite an individual’s intentions.  
Even when same-sex couples are both present with their children, 
it is difficult for them to both be read as parents, which further un-
derscores how the accomplishment of ‘parent’ rests on heterosex-
uality. In these interactions, one of the parents is often either read 
as a family member (e.g. sister, brother, cousin, grandparent) or as 
a friend. For instance, Jackie explained that she and her spouse ‘get 
mistaken for sisters’ when in public with their child. Erin and Phoebe 
also discussed being asked by strangers: ‘Who is mom?’ in interac-
tions when they are both together with their son. Couples with an age 
gap between spouses reported that the older parent is assumed to be 
a grandparent. Linda (whose spouse is 14 years older than her) re-
marked that she felt her family is ‘a little bit invisible’ in interactions 
and that ‘a lot of people assumed that [my spouse] was [my daugh-
ter’s] grandma’. Whereas partners of the same age were read as sib-
lings or friends, those who had a larger age gap were read as a parent 
and grandparent. These examples demonstrate that when two parents 
of the same gender are with their child in public, only one of them is 
read as a parent. 
Additionally, the experiences that our participants shared with re-
gard to how others referred to their child’s egg donor or sperm do-
nor further illustrate how the account of heterosexuality exists even 
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when two parents of the same gender are together. For instance, Pe-
ter talked about one of his neighbors who ‘insists on referring to [my 
son’s] egg donor as his mom’. He reflected: ‘When you say he doesn’t 
have a mom, that’s more like he is missing something and I think that’s 
the way the world perceives it. [That] he is missing a mother.’ Les-
bian participants who had children via donor insemination likewise 
said others would often refer to the sperm donor as dad. These narra-
tives illustrate the degree to which heterosexuality serves as a struc-
turing principle in social life insofar as the account of family as het-
erosexual is difficult to change. It is so salient to an account that even 
when it is disrupted (i.e. even when there are two dads), the account 
of having a mom (i.e. calling the egg donor the child’s mother or say-
ing that the child does have a mom but that she is missing) still exists. 
Finally, consider the following stories that all center on interac-
tions when flying, when determining who is and is not a family has 
consequences in terms of security and boarding procedures. Amy and 
Jackie recalled having trouble at the airport during family boarding 
because the gate agent ‘was grilling us about whether we were actu-
ally eligible for family boarding’ and asked ‘Who’s the mother?’ When 
they replied that ‘We both are’, the agent said they couldn’t both be 
the mother and again asked ‘Who is the mother?’ Similarly, Dylan and 
Kevin described an interaction with a ticket agent who was initially 
reluctant to provide them a family pass through security because it 
was only ‘for families’. Additionally, Malcolm says: ‘Going through cus-
toms as a family, people are always like “Why are two guys with kids 
standing there . . . why are you here?”’ The response of ‘why are you 
here?’ indicates the degree to which two people of the same gender 
with a child are not both read as parents. 
Indeed, Keith and William explained that when flying internation-
ally and going through customs, they strategically have one of them 
take the child and, as Keith put it, ‘have the other parent go through 
separate’ (rather than attempting to all go through together). Keith ex-
plained that this strategy has meant that they have not ‘run into issues’ 
and have been able to ‘avoid hassles’. He refers to ‘issues’ and ‘has-
sles’ that other same-gender couples with children whom he knows 
have experienced, including one where a lesbian couple: ‘was given a 
lot of grief from the U.S. Customs . . . [the custom agent] kept asking 
where the dad is. [The custom agent] made a big deal about that and 
really hassled them.’ We argue that these narratives underscore how 
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heterosexuality is a key part of the account of parenthood. In each of 
these interactions, a stranger understood only one person as a par-
ent (e.g. ‘Who’s the mom?’) and assumed the existence of a differ-
ent-gender parent who was absent (e.g. ‘Where [is] the dad?’). These 
stories underscore how accounts of parenthood rest on heterosexu-
ality insofar as two people of the same gender with a child have dif-
ficulty achieving the accomplishment of parents. Rather, as Allan put 
it: ‘It’s like . . . people write their own scenarios for our relationships.’ 
Importantly, those scenarios or accounts are deeply imbedded with 
heterosexuality. 
Heterosexuality: racialized and gendered 
In this section we show how the accomplishment of parenthood and 
heterosexuality is racialized and gendered. To begin, we address how 
race plays a role in accounts of parenthood. In interactions when par-
ticipants are alone with their child, those participants who are per-
ceived to be the same race as their child are seen as a parent; in con-
trast, those who are perceived to be of a different race than their child 
are not always seen as a parent. Charlotte and Samantha, an interra-
cial couple raising a White child whom they adopted from the foster 
care system, illustrate this well. Charlotte, who identified as Hispanic, 
and Samantha, who identified as White, recounted how strangers of-
ten assume that their daughter is biologically connected to Samantha 
because they both appear White. Samantha explained: ‘When people 
look at us, people tend to think that [our daughter] comes from me.’ 
Charlotte agreed, noting: ‘Yeah, [my daughter] and I don’t look very 
much alike.’ Samantha responded: ‘No. She does not share your ethnic 
background.’ As their exchange illustrates, people assume that their 
daughter ‘comes from’ Samantha (i.e. that Samantha is her biological 
mother); they do not assume the same about Charlotte because she 
and her daughter do not share the same ethnic background. Their ex-
change thus underscores how race matters for the accomplishment of 
parenthood. Samantha, but not Charlotte, is assumed to be the mother 
because she and her child are perceived to be of the same race. Im-
portantly, this account of parenthood also rests on the assumption of 
heterosexuality in that their shared racial background is assumed to 
be the result of a biological connection between mother and child. 
Kazyak  &  Park  in  Journal  of  So c iolo gy,  Spec ial  I ssue  (2019)       14
Likewise, Amber’s experience demonstrates how parenthood, het-
erosexuality, and race are intertwined in people’s assessments. Amber 
and her adopted son are both White. She discussed that when she is 
alone with her child, others assume that she is a parent and heterosex-
ual insofar as they assume that she is biologically related to her child. 
She told the following story about an interaction she had with a doctor 
who ‘did not know that [my son] was adopted’: ‘[The doctor] is talk-
ing about how [my son] was exposed to nine different drugs in utero 
. . . and he doesn’t flinch and he doesn’t say anything . . . and then he 
goes, “Did you breastfeed?”’ Amber said that she responded by say-
ing: ‘I don’t know, [my son] was adopted.’ The doctor responded with: 
‘Oh, no wonder you’re here. I couldn’t figure out why somebody who 
did that many drugs still would be sitting here in front of me.’ This 
interaction highlights how the doctor assumed that Amber had a bi-
ological connection to her child given that she and her child are both 
White. If her child was of a different race, the assumption of a biolog-
ical tie would be less likely to have been made. 
Consider the experiences of Nikki, who identified as multiracial, 
and her discussions of parenting her multiracial son. Nikki’s spouse 
Ellen, who is White, gave birth to their son and they used a donor who 
racially matched Nikki. Nikki commented that their friends often re-
mark about her son: ‘He looks just like you’ despite her not being bio-
logically connected to him. She further explained that perceived sim-
ilarity is ‘nice’ in part because ‘if we’re out in public . . . people won’t 
think he’s kidnapped’. She contrasts these interactions to her experi-
ences growing up and commented: ‘People didn’t know that I belonged 
to my mom because I don’t look anything like her because my mom 
is White and I’m not.’ Nikki’s story further illustrates how race mat-
ters in the assumptions that people make about parenthood in inter-
actions. These stories highlight the cultural assumption of biological 
ties between parent and child. As our data show, whether people per-
ceived that a biological tie existed depended on race. 
The accounts of parenthood that rest on heterosexuality are not 
only racialized, but are also gendered. We highlight two interactional 
processes that highlight the gendered accounts of heterosexual parent-
hood. First, in interactions when alone with their children, gay men 
(but not lesbian women) are assumed to be a less important or a non-
primary parent. The gay men in our sample discussed interactions in 
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which they encountered assumptions not only that they had a wife, 
but that, as fathers, their parenting role was less central or important. 
As Peter notes: ‘Everything in our society is: moms are parents and 
dads are glorified babysitters.’ Zach agreed saying: ‘There are abys-
mally low concepts for what a father should do.’ He gave an example 
of when someone said, in response to seeing him pushing his child in 
a stroller: ‘You must be a really good Dad, that’s really nice of you.’ 
Zach commented: ‘If this is what your opinion is of a great dad, this 
is a pretty sad state of affairs for fathers.’ 
Similarly, Dylan, a stay-at-home-dad, recounted his experiences 
taking his daughter to the park during the day: ‘I can’t tell you how 
many times some of the [other dads] are, “Oh, you pulled the short 
straw, too.” Like it’s this temporary thing that I have to be at the park 
with my daughter during the workday. And I’m like, “Nom this is what 
I do.”’ Dylan is both read as a heterosexual father and a secondary 
caretaker who ‘pulled the short straw too’ and thus he, rather than 
the assumed mother, has to be at the park with his daughter. The ac-
count in this interaction works to make his queerness invisible inso-
far as he is assumed to be a father who is parenting with a woman. 
The account also reinforces a gendered assumption that women are 
the primary caretakers of children and simultaneously devalues that 
role. Other fathers discussed strangers making comments about how, 
as Richard said, it was ‘mom’s day off’ in response to seeing them with 
their children. Again, the account of ‘mom’s day off’ highlights the as-
sumption of heterosexuality and the gendered assumption that the 
‘mom’ is the primary caretaker whose spouse is giving her a ‘day off’. 
Further, the accomplishment of heterosexuality is also gendered 
given how participants’ perceived gender presentation works to ei-
ther disrupt or secure accounts of parenthood. For participants who 
are perceived as having a normative gender presentation, when out 
alone with their child(ren), people read them as parents and hetero-
sexuality is assumed. Susan, who described herself as ‘femme,’ noted: 
‘When I am out at the store with [my son], people think that I am just 
another straight woman with her child.’ The fact that Susan is per-
ceived as feminine and as having a normative gender presentation 
leads to others also assuming that she is a parent when she is alone 
with her child; importantly, others assume she is a ‘straight’ parent. 
In contrast, Susan’s partner, Becky, who described herself as ‘pretty 
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butch looking’, explained: ‘I’ve gotten weird looks before if [my son] 
calls me momma.’ Unlike Susan, Becky is perceived as having a non-
normative gender presentation and as more masculine. As a result, it 
is more difficult for people to see her as a parent when she is alone 
with her child, which is why she gets ‘weird looks’ when her son ref-
erences her as a parent. In this way, when participants are seen as 
nonheterosexual based on perceptions of their gender performance, 
it disrupts assumptions of heterosexuality, which in turn disrupts as-
sumptions of parenthood. 
Consider another example that comes from Luke, who is perceived 
as having a more feminine gender presentation. Luke described be-
ing out at a Castro Street Fair with his child who ‘was starting to cry 
about something and having a little temper tantrum’. Luke described 
how ‘a lesbian woman came over and asked, “Oh, is he lost?”’ As Luke 
explained: ‘She wasn’t being mean.. . . It [just] never dawned on her 
that I might actually be the father.’ We argue that in this interaction, 
the woman assumed that Luke was a gay man because he was in the 
Castro (a gay neighborhood in San Francisco) and had a more femi-
nine gender performance. Since he was perceived as gay, he was thus 
not assumed to be a parent. These stories underscore how being read 
as a parent in interactions is tied to an assumption of heterosexuality, 
which in turn is either bolstered or disrupted by perceptions of gender. 
The perception of gender presentation also mattered in interactions 
when couples were together with their children. Recall Charlotte and 
Samantha, an interracial couple we introduced above. The fact that 
only Samantha is read as a mother is not just the result of their per-
ceived race, but also of their perceived gender presentation. They both 
described themselves as more feminine, ‘nonthreatening’ (Charlotte) 
and ‘looking like any other straight lady’. In reference to the image of 
a more masculine lesbian woman, Charlotte said that: ‘stereotypically 
we don’t look like we fit’. 
In contrast, recall Susan and Becky who described themselves as 
‘femme’ and ‘pretty butch’, respectively. When they are together with 
their son, they think others actually do see them as a queer family, or 
as Becky put it: ‘They know [our son] is coming from a different [kind 
of] family.’ Susan agreed, saying: ‘Now when we are out as a family, 
people know.’ We argue that the difference between how Susan and 
Becky (who are seen as a butch-femme couple) are perceived when 
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with their son versus how Charlotte and Samantha (who are both seen 
as feminine) are perceived highlights how gender presentation mat-
ters for the accomplishment of family. 
Likewise, the discussions from Natalie, Shelly, and Allan, who are 
co-parenting a son, further corroborate the gendered nature of ac-
counts of heterosexuality and parenthood. Allan is perceived as mas-
culine, Natalie is perceived as feminine, and Shelly is perceived as 
butch. When Allan and Natalie are together with their son, they are 
read as heterosexual parents; Allan noted that in these interactions, 
‘everybody thinks that we are a married couple’. Natalie corroborated 
Allan’s interpretation of how people viewed them as a couple. In con-
trast, when all three of them are together or when Natalie and Shelly 
are together with their son, the assumption of heterosexuality is dis-
rupted. Allan attributed this in part to Shelly’s gender presentation, 
saying: ‘She is noticeable wherever she goes.’ He thinks that when they 
are all together ‘there is no denying what we are’. In this way, the vis-
ibility of them as a queer family may have been due to Shelly’s butch 
gender presentation. 
Discussion and conclusion 
Our work raises questions about whether people’s everyday experi-
ences would change as a result of changes in the larger social structure 
(i.e. culture and laws). We argue that our analysis points to a messy 
relationship between law, culture, and daily interactions. The partic-
ipants in our studies lived in states with different legal and social cli-
mates regarding LGBQ families. Yet we were struck by how similar 
people’s experiences in everyday interactions were, regardless of the 
legal and social context in which they lived. Specifically, in interac-
tions when participants were alone with their children, others read 
them as a parent only because of the assumption of heterosexuality. 
This occurred even for participants who were living in favorable so-
cial and legal climates. Whenever the assumption of heterosexuality 
was disrupted (i.e. when couples were together or when an individ-
ual appeared to have a non-normative gender presentation), partici-
pants expressed that others were less able to immediately read them 
as parents. We thus argue that heterosexuality is a key component in 
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how membership to the social category ‘parent’ is established in Amer-
ican society. Our work suggests how inequalities based on sexuality 
can persist despite cultural and legal changes. 
In this way, our analysis sheds light on the importance of focus-
ing on the interactional level, and on the process of accountability, to 
fully understand how power operates, how inequalities are perpetu-
ated, and how LGBQ people experience disempowerment and injustice 
in their daily lives. Importantly, a focus on interactions and account-
ability illustrates that experiences of disempowerment and discrim-
ination are not always animated by overt anti-LGBQ hostility (Kitiz-
inger, 2005). Indeed, recall Nicole’s experience with a woman sitting 
next to her on the plane who asked about her husband after hearing 
that Nicole was a parent. That woman herself had a lesbian daughter 
who was a parent, yet in that interaction, she still reproduced the ac-
count that equates parent with heterosexual. Likewise, Luke’s expe-
rience with his child at the Castro Street Fair, when a lesbian woman 
approached his child who was crying to ask if the child was lost, fur-
ther illustrates how it is not always anti-LGBQ hostility that animates 
the interactionally produced account that parents are heterosexual. 
That this account can be produced by a lesbian woman and by a het-
erosexual woman with a lesbian daughter who is a parent indicates 
how pervasive the link between heterosexuality and parenthood is, 
despite larger cultural and legal changes that have delinked those cat-
egories. The narratives from our respondents indicate that not just 
overt hostility negatively impacts their daily lives, as even those with 
positive views of LGBQ-parent families contribute to the invisibility 
of LGBQ parents in unintended ways. The meanings produced in in-
teractions about parenthood, sexuality, gender, and race make it dif-
ficult for LGBQ-parent families to navigate everyday life and be per-
ceived as legitimate parents.  
Our analysis opens up questions that can be explored in future re-
search about how accounts might ultimately shift. Some scholars ar-
gue that the increasing visibility of same-sex couples who are parents 
may work to build more inclusive and less heteronormative under-
standings of family (Bernstein, 2015; Carroll, 2018). Carroll’s (2018) 
research, for instance, focuses on how gay men who are parents do 
a lot of work to create more visibility for their families. Future work 
can explore whether and how changes in self-accounts (i.e. LGBQ peo-
ple see themselves as a parent and their family as a family) translate 
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to changes in how others hold LGBQ people accountable in everyday 
interactions. Moreover, future work should address the fact that, de-
spite increasing legal and social acceptance for LGBTQ people in the 
United States and globally, a backlash against such progress has oc-
curred and can continue to do so as well (Jones, 2017a). 
Our analysis extends discussions of heteronormativity insofar as 
it illustrates how accounts of heterosexuality are racialized and gen-
dered. As we showed, in interactions when participants are alone with 
their child, those participants who are perceived to be the same race 
as their child are seen as a parent; in contrast, those who are per-
ceived to be of a different race than their child are not always seen as 
a parent. Our work indicates that the accomplishment of heterosex-
uality is achieved partly through racialization and, when dyads are 
perceived as being of the same race, the heterosexuality of the parent 
is bolstered. Further, our findings illustrate the gendered accounts of 
heterosexual parenthood insofar as gay men were assumed to be a 
less important or primary parent (compared to an assumed mother), 
a finding which corroborates Carroll’s (2018) research. The perceived 
gender performance of participants also mattered. When participants 
are seen as non-heterosexual based on perceptions of their non-nor-
mative gender performance, it disrupts assumptions of heterosexu-
ality, which in turn disrupts assumptions of parenthood. Our work 
addresses the racialized and gendered nature of heterosexuality and 
thus builds on the increased attention to intersectionality in studies 
of sexuality (Moore, 2011). 
Some of our findings may also relate to stigma and devaluing of 
adoptive families. Past research has argued that adoption is culturally 
perceived as second best (Fisher, 2003) and the ideal family remains 
both heteronormative and biocentric (Suter et al., 2011). Due to these 
cultural notions about adoption, members of adoptive families con-
tinue to experience micro-aggressions (Baden, 2016) and many po-
tential parents decide against adoption as a pathway to parenthood 
(Slauson-Blevins and Park, 2016). Furthermore, adoptive parents have 
been found to feel stigmatized for not having a biological connection 
to their children; these perceptions and how they are internalized dif-
fer by gender and sexual orientation (Goldberg et al., 2011). Future 
research should continue to examine the role that adoption stigma 
plays in the accomplishment of parenthood as it relates to gender, 
race, and sexuality. 
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Finally, our research builds on family scholarship that analyzes 
families as ‘ongoing social accomplishments’ (Gubrium and Holstein, 
1990; Pfeffer, 2016). Being read as a parent is an interactional process. 
Those parents and families who are understood as outside of the ‘Stan-
dard North American Family’ that Dorothy Smith identified (1993), in-
cluding the parents represented in our studies, face marginalization. 
Our work shows the processes by which this marginalization mani-
fests for LGBQ parents in everyday interactions. Future work could 
continue to compare across groups of marginalized parents, such as 
immigrant parents or single parents, to better analyze the similari-
ties and differences with regard to both experiences of disempower-
ment and strategies parents might utilize to combat marginalization 
(e.g. Al-deen and Windle, 2017; Nelson, 2006). Further, future work 
can continue to explore how others (i.e. non-marginalized people) re-
spond in interactions. Future scholarship can also continue to address 
and document the consequences of whether or not LGBQ parents are 
seen as parents in interactions to bolster the importance of focusing 
on the interactional level to understand the perpetuation of inequality. 
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Notes 
1. We use the term ‘LGBQ’ when discussing the legal and cultural landscape in the United 
States as it relates to regulating sexuality and parenting. We use this term because the 
landscape impacts a range of non-heterosexual individuals who may self-identify their 
sexual orientation as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer. When we are referring to our sam-
ple specifically, we use the term ‘LGB’ to reflect how participants in our research stud-
ies self-identified their sexual orientation. For work focused on intersex individuals, see 
Jones (2017b). For work focused on transgender individuals, see Pfeffer (2016) Queer-
ing Families. 
2. For more information about Study 1, see Park et al. (2016). For more information about 
Study 2, see Kazyak (2015). 
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